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Abstract 

Hi%h school stiKients (n > 282) were assigned to groups determiiied by 
the possible coobinaticms of lessim organlzaticmv also referred to as 
lesson coiSKmality (high versus nediun versus low)» method of reading (oral 
versus silent), and stiident ability level (above average versus average 
versus below average). After the students were presmted an economics 
lesson, a test was administered to determine their comprehension of the 
lesson. The sttidents who read the lesson silently scored significantly 
higher than students who received an oral presentation of the lesson. A 
significant interactlcm betwem lesson organlzaticm and student ability 
level imlicated that highly organized lessons increased student learning 
under certain ability level condlticms. These results are discussed in 
relation to previous pertinent research. 
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Lesscm CmsiKmality and Method of Readlngi 
Effect on Achlevesent in Social Studies 

The research reiM>rted here Investigates the organlzaticm of classroom 
corammication and the format for presenting such coaBunieation. Student 
understanding of elassrocm cooBamieatian is studied in terns of the degree 
to which the cf^ammlcatlon is organized, the way in which the cossounication 
is delivered (silent reading versus oral reading), and the ability level 
of the student. In this study, organization of classroom coHSBunicat Ion 
is referred to as lesscm ccssKmality, 

Lesson Ccaaawnality 

A growing body of research has focused on the structure or organization 
of classroon comsiunication and its effect on student learning. Anderson 
(1969) initiated mxh of this research by defining a method by which the 
degree of lesson organisation can be quantified. The method takes into 
account the wiy that concepts are introdisced into a lesson azul the way 
in which these concepts are reimated in subsequent portitms of the lesson. 
Anderson referred to this quantification as lesson kinetic structure or as 
lesson commonalityt and he defined cnsronaltiy (B>^) as followsi 

2ai 

li - — 

Jlo + 2ni 

where nx equals the number of concepts repeated in a pair of consecutive 
sentences and equals the number of concepts in one or the other of a 
contiguous pair of sentences that are not repeated from one to the other. 
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Concrete examples concerning c(»Bputatl(m of B^^ are presented later in 
this article. After each value of 3^ Is cwBfnitef^ for each pair of con- 
secutive sentences in the lesson* the mean for all the values is defined 
to be the c(»Bii»nality of the lesson. Anderson (1970) suggested that lesson 
coinnonality of .SO or higher represents a lesson of high COTnonalltjr 
(or a highly organized lesson)* vhereas a lesson eossBonality of approxi- 
mately .30 or lower repi^sents a lesson of relatively low craawMiality, 
Theoretically r a lesson could have a coomonality of 1,00, but this would 
happen only if all senteiKies in the lesscm discussed the same cm^epts 
and no new concepts were introduced after the fir^t sentence. Such a lesson 
would be extreraely red mdant aiul it would involve very little content 
coverage. The lowest possible value for lesscm cc»aionality is 0.00, 
and this wcmld happen only if no two consecutive sentOKses focused on the 
same concept, each s«itencc discussing concepts different from the concepts 
in the preceding sentence. Such a lesson could be difficult to follow 
since students might have trouble arranging ideas in a logical sequence. 

Research has reportexl a positive relatitmship between the degree of 
lesson ccMomonality and student achievcotent in science classr(K»Ds (e.g., 
Anderson, 1967, 1969, 1970, 1974| Trlndade, 1972j Browne & Anderson, 1974; 
Anderson & Lee, 1975j Ferraro, Lee, & Anderson, 1977 j Simmons, 1977). Smith 
and Sanders (1981) reported similar results for fifth grade social studies 
stislents. A search of the literature revealed that no stialies have been 
reportoi concerrtlng lesson commonality in secondary school social studies 
classrooms. 
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Oral and Silent Reading 

To date, only oile research study has examined the effects of lesson 
consKmality on aaterial the students read silently, rather than tcing 
presented the content orally by the teacher. This study reported that 
secondary school nathenatics students w«re better able to apply geometry 
theorems to solve specific problems when the material they read had a 
high degree of eemzsx^ixty rather than a low degree of coaaaonallty CSmith & 
Hod^in, in press). All other studies on cooimmality have been based on 
classroosas in which the material was pres«ited orally to the students. 

Research on cwnpreheiwion of material presented orally versus compre- 
hension of material read silently has produced contradictory results. For 
example, Negin and Rios (1980) reports that tenth graders in a develop- 
mental reading class comprehended more when the material was read orally 
than when it was read silently, Row«ll (1976) reported similar results for 
elementary school students, and Collins (1961) published the same findings 
for college sttKlents. On the other hand, research stx:b as that of Cray 
(1958) and Poulton and Brown (1967) has found no significant differences 
between oral compreheision and silent comprehension, Juel and Holmes (1981) 
su«5gested that one explanation for these seemingly contradictory results is 
that the ability level of the students is an important determLiant of the 
ways in which these students decode information. Therefore, the purpose 
of the present stwSy was to examine the combined effects of lesson com- 
monality (high vs. medium vs. low), method of reading presentation (oral 
vs. silent), and student ability level (above average vs. average vs. 
below average) on student comprehension of social studies material. 
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I^ethod 

Subjects 

The subjects were 282 students enrolled In Richsond County and Colunbia 
County (Georgia) public secomlary schools. Females eoBiirlsed 57^5 of the 
sample and 64Z of the students were of Caucasian ancestry. To determine 
ability levels of the sti'dents, a tape recor i ^sson on the Baltic 
States baaed on an article In the Atlantic hi it. (Atwood, 1980)» was 
presented to the students in their regularly scheduled social studies 
classrooms. After the lesscHi, the students were given a 16-itan test cm 
the historical, geographic, ard des^grai^ic characteristics of the Baltic 
States. The Kuder-Richardson formula 20 reliability of this test was 
.78. A total of 84 of the 282 stiidcaits scored 15 or 16 correct responses 
on the test, and were classified as being in the &Jove average group in 
terms of their ability to comprehend basic social studies concepts presented 
in the Baltic States material, fiighty-four students obtained from 12 to 
14 correct responses on the test, and they were classified as being in 
the average ability group. The reaaining 114 students scored fewer than 
12 correct responses on the Baltic States test, and these stialents were 
classified as beir.e in the below average dbi. i.ty group. Within the three 
ability groups, students were each randomly assigned to one of six groups 
formed by possible combinittions of three lesson consiKmality comlitions 
(hl^h, medium, low) and two presentation conditicms (oral reading, silent 
reading). Thus, the above average ability group and the average group had 
14 representatives in each of the six conditions. The below average 
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RTOup had 19 representatives in each of the six conditions. 
frocedure 

One week after the Baltic States presentation, students vere placed 

in their assigned grtnjp« and each group was presetted an econmiics lesson 

based on how industries coapete and operate in the United States. A high 

school economics textbook authored by Coleman ■ Soens, and Fenton (1974) 

was used as a source for this lesson. Different competition systems were 

defined* including pure a^opoly, oligopoly, monopolistic competition* 

and pure ctmpetition. Examples of each type of system were presented, 

as well as problems that were inherent to each particular system. Possible 

solutifms to these problraas also were discussed. Those students who were 

assigned to the oral reading conditicm were given a five>page typed copy 

of the econ(»nics lesson. The instructor read the lesson aloud while 

students followed on their copies. After this 15 to 16 minute oral 

presentation the students were allowed 15 minutes to read over portions of 

the lesson, to outline ideas presented in the lesson, or to otherwise 

assimilate information. The students idio were assigned to the sll«it 

reading condition were given copies of the econ^ics lesson and they were 

allowed 30 minutes to read and study the material presented in the lesson. 

One third of the students were presented a lesson with a mean consBonallty 

(the average of all values of Bx) of .60, This lesson Is referred to as 

the "high commonality "lesson. One third of the students received the 

"medium commonality" lesson, with a mean c«nnonality of .47. The remaining 

third of the students were presented the ''low commonality" lesson, with a 
mean commonality of .35, 
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As mentioned previously* coansKmallty raeasxires the de^ee to which 
concepts are repeated frxm one sentence to the next ir a lesson. As 
defined by Smith and Sanders (1981), a concept is a word or phrase that 
refers to a Ktonxp of me or more things that have coramin characteristics. 
Thus, phrases stich as **investi&ents** and "custooer service** are classified 
as c<mcepts. However, such a def initm also indicates that i^rases such 
as "brands of toothpaste** and ''crops in Nebraska** are ccmcepts. There~ 
fore, as sui^gested by Anderstm (l%9), only key concepts (concepts that 
represent ideas that pertain to one or siore of the lesson objectives) 
were used in the computation of each value of B^. In the present study 
''investments** and "customer service" were classified as key concepts, 
but concepts stich as "brands of toothpaste" and "crops in Nebraska" i^e 
not classified as key c<mcepts, since the latter two ccmcepts did not 
focus on any particular lesson objectives. 

Table 1 shows correspoindlns excerpts from the high ccmosonallty lesson 
(mean value of .60), the medium conmK>nality lesson (B^^ Ji»an of .47), and 
the low comroonalitT lesson C^x ^s^n of .35). The key concepts for the 
three lessons, as well as the frequencies of occurrence of these concepts 
also are shown. The key concepts are numbered to facilitate identification, 
as well as computations. 

insert^Table^l'about^here 

As can be seen in Table 1, 23 key concepts were focused on in each 

of the three lessons. The concepts (xscurred the same numt^r of times In 

each lesson. The content covered was exactly the sane for each lesson. 
Fach lesson consisted of 50 statements. The only vat atlon in the lessons 
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was the order in which the statements wwe presmted* Care was taken 
in cmstnwting the mediia comusnality lesson a«i the low cossKmality 
lesson 80 that the cosmunicatioa was logical. If cmcepts had not be«i 
introduced previously in a lesson* then such concepts were not referred 
to so that logical sequencing of ccnsmmication v^a violated. For example, 
the excerpts in Table 1 begin with a discussion of monopolies. But the 
medium conooHiality excerpt and the low canswnility excerpt both move on 
to discuss pure cmapeciticm. Both the medium commmality lesscm and the 
low cofmnonality lesson had defined pure competition previously and had 
given exanples of pure compet it ion systeans. The high coiaaonality excerpt 
did not ^ntion pure competition because the high lity lesson 

conpleted the entire discussion of p*n:e competition directly after inire 
competition was defined. Although stisients were familiar with some of 
the concepts presented in the leesont none of the stisients had been pre* 
sented information in previous classes about how industries compete and 
operate in different econcmic systoss. 

Referring to Table I, the first segment of information in the high 
commonality excerpt discusses four key concepts (prices, pure nsonopoly, 
custoner service, and competition), irtiich are concepts 8, 10, 13, and 22 
respectively. Segment B of this &ccetpt refers to six key concepts 
(products, prices, government, pure monopoly, customer service, and quality), 
which are concepts 5, 8, 9, 10, 13, and 16. Therefore, segments A and B 
have three key concepts in common (concepts 8, 10, and 13) and four key 
concepts that appear in one segment but not the other (ccmcepts 5, 9, 16, 
and 22). As shown in Table 1, the value of Bx for segments A and B is 
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2<tii) 2(3) 

m ■ ,60. 

* 2(ni) 4 + 2(3) 

Similarly, in computing for segments B aiKi C of the high connonality 

excerpt, these segments have six conceiiAs in cosmon and zero concepts 

that appicsr in one segiM»it hut not the other. Therefore, the II ^ value 

2(ni) 2(6) 

for segments 3 and C is ^- - ■ 1. 00, 

no+ 2(ni) 0 + 2(6) 

Readers who are not familiar with the ccms^Hiality */ariable are encouraged 
to verify the computations for the remaining values shown in Table 1. 

IsBiied lately after each lesswi ims presentCKl, student e^prehension 
was determined by administering a 24-item multlple-ehoice test. The test 
focused on identifying necessary criteria for various free market systems, 
classifying various industries or businesses according to their respective 
eompetition systems, and on application of economic principles discussed 
in the lesson. The split-half reliability of this test was .82. 

Results 

A 3 (ability levels above ave age ability vs. average ability vs. 
below average ability) X 3 (commonality; high vs. medium vs, low) X 
2 (method of reading presentations oral vs. silent) analysis of variance 
was performed cm the economics test scores. The means and standard de- 
viations for each of the 18 groups are presented in Table 2. The summary 
table for the analysis of variance is shown in Tpble 3, 

The main effect due to method of reading was significant, 
F (1, 264) ■ 9.0, j> < .01, irith scores of students who read silently 
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exceeding scores of students in the oral read ins g;roups. As expected, 
the main effect due to ability level was significant , F (2, 264) « 90. 8, 
jl< ,0001. Scheffe' 's specific comparison tests &ho«fed that the above 
average sti«lents scored' significantly higher than the average students, 
and the average students scored significantly higher than the below 
average students. 

The interaction between coniaonality and ability level also was sig- 
nificant, £ (4, 264) ■ 3,6, ji < ,01. Schsffe'^'s tests indicated that 
the average ability sttMents in the high eogssonality condition and in the 
medium ccanMmality conditicm ^ored significantly higher than below 
average sttxients, regardless of the degree of cramnonality these below 
average students received. However, the average atjllity students in the 
low conanonallty condition did not score significantly higher than below 
average students in any of the coaBK^lity conditions. Furthermore, the 
above average sttslents in the high comaonality comditicai Mored significantly 
higher than the aveiage students in the low comtmality ccNKiition, but 
the above averafare students in the medium commonality and low cc»iBsonality 
conditions did not score significantly higher th^n the average students 
in any of the commonality conditions. Finally, Scheffe'^'s tests revealed 
that the above average students scored significantly higher than the below 
averaRe students, regardless of the commonality conditions. The analysis 
revealed no further significant main effects or interactions, 

Insert~TabIes 2 ai^ 5 about here" 
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The results of this study indicifee that lesson conmonallty significantly 
affected studoit eoa{irehenslon under certain student ability conditions. 
It appears that a hl«h degree of coiaaonallty increases student coraprehenslon 
under certain stiKient atiUlt y eondlticms, and does not reduce coiaprefaenslofi 
under any suoh conditions. 

Students coiaprehaKled significantly amre of the lesson material when 
they read it silently than wh«i the presentation was read aloud. Caution 
should be exercised when interpreting this result because stud«its in the 
oral groups listened as the instructor read the material while these 
stixl^ts followed along on their handouts. Results may have differed if 
each studoit had read the material aloud, rather than the teacher reading 
the lesson to the students. Bearing this caution in mind. Table 2 shows 
that, except for above average students In the high commonality condition, 
the group ji»ans of students in the oral reading conditions never exceeded 
the meana of students in the correspoiuJing silent reading comiitions, 
Taylor and Samuels (1983) reported that elementary students learn more 
lAen they are presented material orally rather than when they read the 
material silently. The present study ijKilcates that such results do not 
generalize to secondary school students. 

Marshall and Clock (1979) indicated that the stnwture of text material 
affected college students differently, depending on the relative degrees of 
intelligence of th&se students. The present study also reveals a connection 
between student ability level and the organizaticm of lesson material. 
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Two suggestions concerning comnonality are offered to educators. 
First, this variable oiay provide an additiaial criterion for evaluation 
of textbooks ami other educational materials. For example, readability 
formulas typically are used to determine riding levels of books. 
Commonality analysis vould provide a measure of the degree to which swh 
books are organized. The seccmd suggestion is that teacher trainers and 
teacher assessors consider the caanonality variable as a means of helping 
teachers organize lessons. Teachers who appear to be disorganized might 
Improve by identifying the key concepts of « eir lessons and then sequ'zncing 
their presentations so that higher degrees of consaonality are achieved. 
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Table 1. 

Excerpts from High , Wediuw , and Low Consaonallt y Lessons 



Key Concepts 1. 

and 2« 

Freqiiencies of 3. 

Occtnrrence A, 

5. 

6. 

7. 

8. 

9, 
10. 
11. 



ENirket (S) 

industry (17) 

pure coiapatitioHi (20) 

criteria for pure 
coapetition (9) 

{>roducerv product f 
production (27) 

consumer (3) 

wheat (7) 

prices (17) 

govemnwoit (11) 

pure fflonopoly (10) 

criteria for pure 
B»nop>oly (4) 



13. custooffir service (4) 

14. oligopoly (18) 

15. profit (3) 

16. quality (of prodtKSt) (8) 

17. advertising (1) 

18. barriers to new ccmpetltors (5) 
19 » investments (l) 

20. natural resources (1) 

21. patents (3) 

22. ccfflipet iters, coiBpetition (19) 

23. nonopolistic competition (2) 



12. water cospany (1) 



High CoiMBonality Lesson 

A, One solution to th3 problems 
caused by pure inonopolies is 
to introduce ccffiipetition into 
the area, thus improving 
custcnner service and helpini; 
to control prices. 

B, Another solution to probleas 
created by pure nsonopolies is 
to have the governm e nt rei^late 
prices, also checking that the 
customer service aM quality of 
products are aciceptable. 

C, Another solution to problems 
caused by pure n»nopolies is to 
have government owne|rship of 
monopolies, thus attaapting to 
ensinre that prices are fair, 
custoner service is good, and 
quality of pr<MitK:ts is acceptable. 



Key Conospts 
8, 10. 13, 22 



ll 



5, 8, 9, 10, 13, 16 



2(3) , -0 
4 + 2(3) " 



5, 8, 9, 10, 13, 16 



2(6) , 
0 + 2(6) " 
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Table 1. (continued) 

D. Most iiuiustries fall between 
the two extremes of i»ire 
competition and pure iMno{M>lys 
one such type of systOBB is 
called an oligopoly. 

E. Olli;opolies are Industries that 
have only a few ccmf^tltors} 
each flm in an oligopoly tims 
out a product that Is cmly 
slightly different frcoi tit.e 
products produced by cttapetitors. 
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Key Comrepts 
2, 3, 10, 14 



2, 5, 14, 22 



il 
2(1) 
8 + 2(1) 



2(2) 
4 + 2(2) 



Medium Corononallty l-esson 

A. One solution to the problems 
caused by pure monopolies is 
to introduce cttcpetiticm into 
the area, thus improving customer 
service and helping to control 
prices. 

One solution to problems of inzre 
cornet it ion is to have the 
government buy and store surplus 
production when prices fall below 
a certain level. 



8. 10, 13, 22 



3, 5, 8, 9 



2(1) 
6 + 2(1) 



C. Another solution to problems ere- 5, 8, 9, 10, 13, 16 2(3) 
a ted by pure mono^Mlies is to have 4 + 2(3) 

the government regulate prices, 
also checking that the customer 
service and quality of prodticts are 
acceptable. 



D, Another solution to problssns caused 5, 8, 9, 10, 13, 16 2(6) 
by pure monopolies is to have 0 + 2(6) 

eovemmeoit ownership of ironopolies, 
thus attempting to ensure that prices 
are fair, ctistomer service is good, 
and quality of products is acceptable. 



E, A finrther solution to pure COTpeti- 2, 3, 5, 9 - 2(2) 
tlon probl«ns is for the government 6 +2(2) 

to pay those in the industry to 
limit prodtffition, thus conserving 
resources. 
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Table 1, (continued) 



Low ConnBonallty Leason 

A. One solution to the problems 8, 10, 13, 22 — 
caused by pure immopolies is 

to incrodtne c(^ipetiti(m into 
the area, thus improving custcraer 
service and helping to coittrol 
prices, 

B. One solutim to problems of 3, 5, 8, 9 2(1) 

pure c<8npetitl<m Is to have tc- 6 + 2(1) " '^^ 

govemn^t buy and store surplus 
production when prices fall 
belov a certain level. 

C. Another solution to problems 5, 8, 9, 10, 13, 16 2(3) 
created by pure immopolies is ^ ^ 2(3) " •^^ 
to have the go ve rn men t regulate 

prices, also checking that the 
customer service and quality of 
products are acceptable. 

5. A further solution to pure 2, 3, 5, 9 2(2) 

competition problems is for the g + 2(2) " '^^ 

government to pay those in the 
industry to limit product i<m, 
thus conserving resources. 

E. Another solution to problems 5, 8, 9, 10, 13, 16 2(2) 

caused by pure monopolies is g + 2(2 ) " 

to have government ownership of 
monopolies, thus att«npting to 
ensure that prices are fair, 
customer service is good, and 
quality of products is acceptable 
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Table 2, 

Croup Means and Standard Deviations 



High 



Oral 
3C - 17,9 



HlRh ^ 



Ability n » 14 



Silent 



X « 16.7 
3,8 ^ « 4,7 
n - 14 



Decree of C<»a«>nallty 
Silent 



X 

n 



Oral 
> 14.8 
' 4,5 
» 14 



X e 14.9 
sd ■ 4.0 
n « 14 



Low 



Oral 
X w 13". 6 
sd » 
n B 14 



Silent 



X - 16.3 
3.7 3.8 
n • 14 



Average 



Ability n 



X « 12.5 
3.7 
14 



X ■ 14.4 

9i a 3.1 

n - 14 



X « 11.8 
sd B 3.8 

n K 14 



X 

sd 
n 



14,7 
3.8 
14 



X 

n 



8.9 
4.5 
14 



X e 12.6 

sd ■ 3,8 

n a 14 



X B 8.0 X « 8,4 X = 8.4 x » 8.4 x = 8,2 x « 10.2 
Low sd « 3,1 ^ « 3.1 ^ = 4,2 sd « 2,4 sd « 2,8 sd « 3.9 
Ability n « 19 n « 19 n « 19 n « 19 n ■ 19 n ■ 19 
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Table 3. 

Results of Analysts of Variance 



Source df SS MS F 



CoBaoonallty (A) 


2 


56.2 


28.1 


2.1 


n.s. 


Method (B) 


1 


122.7 


122.7 


9.0 


.005 


Ability Level (C) 


2 


2487.4 


1243.7 


90.8 


,0001 


AB 


2 


71.3 


35.7 


2.6 


n.s. 


AC 


4 


198.7 


49.7 


3.6 


.01 


BC 


2 


69.7 


34.9 


2.5 


n.s. 


ABC 


4 


15.6 


3.9 


0.3 


n.s. 


Error 


264 


3615.8 


13.7 






Total 


281 


6637.4 
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